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f you are reading this book, chances are good that we have something in

common. Maybe you've wondered how two people who began the day as

strangers can fall deeply in love, and why two other similar people may
not. Perhaps you have wondered, as we have, how two completely commit-
ted partners can declare their undying love for each other, but then grow
unhappy and distant. Maybe you've felt frustrated or confused with your own
relationship but mystified about how to strengthen it or move it forward. Or
perhaps you have been so overjoyed that you wanted to know every possible
way to make your relationship last forever.

We think constantly about questions like these, and we are lucky to be in
a profession where we can try to answer them. The scientific study of human
intimacy and relationships has grown rapidly over the past several decades,
with scholars in various fields, including psychology, family studies, socio-
logy, communications, social work, economics, and anthropology, all won-
dering: How do intimate relationships work? What makes them succeed or
fail? How can we make them better? We wrote this book to give you the most
up-to-date answers to these and many other relevant questions. In doing so,
we highlight research studies and ideas that are particularly insightful, and
then pull them together in ways that reveal important truths about human
intimacy.

We love to read books that make us smarter about compelling subjects,
and we kept this goal—making you smarter about intimate relationships—in
the forefront of our minds as we wrote these chapters. Simply presenting
research studies and interesting examples is a great way to accomplish this
goal, but more than anything else, we wrote this book to help you become
more critical, analytical, and thoughtful, when it comes to topics like attrac-
tion, love, closeness, and effective communication. Our goal is not simply to
present you with this information but to show you how to critique it, evaluate
it, and apply it to your life.

If you are a curious person who likes an occasional challenge or puzzle,
then this is a book that will draw you in, keep you captivated, and help you
see why we and so many others are fascinated by intimate relationships. If
you have ideas for improving the next edition, please let us know.

Thomas Bradbury, bradbury@psych.ucla.edu
Benjamin Karney, karney@psych.ucla.edu



Scope, Purpose, and Approach

Welcome to the second edition of Intimate Relationships. Before the first edi-
tion was published, we had each been teaching classes and seminars on hu-
man intimacy and relationships for several years. Even then, we could not
believe our good fortune at having such rich material and such enthusiastic
audiences, and we were eager to showcase all the remarkable theories and
new discoveries in this rapidly changing field. The books available at the time
brought us reasonably close to this goal, but we wanted something different
for our students: a fresh and up-to-date introduction to all the key facets
of intimate relationships, combining surprising insights from research with
critical analysis of influential theories and studies. Conversations with col-
leagues confirmed the need for a lively but tightly organized text that would
sharpen and deepen students’ grasp of human intimacy. Equally apparent
was the need for an ancillary package that would give instructors tools they
could use to be more effective and efficient in the classroom.

We wrote the book to address these needs, but our agenda was even
broader. We wanted to give our undergraduates a book they could not wait to
read. We wanted to cover topics that other books had only glossed over, top-
ics like gender and sexual orientation, the biological basis of intimacy, stress-
ful circumstances, cultural influences on relationships, couples therapy, and
the role of intimacy across the lifespan. We wanted to produce video clips
featuring students and leading scholars discussing their ideas about intimate
relationships, so that instructors could teach and spark discussions in new
ways. We wanted to show our colleagues that the study of intimate relation-
ships is now a well-established topic of profound importance in the social
sciences, as well as a topic long overdue for a scholarly text with an ancillary
package coordinated by active researchers. Above all, we set out to capture
the excitement we felt after reading a well-crafted journal article, hearing a
great talk or lecture, interviewing couples in our research studies and after
our workshops, or watching a good movie or reading a good novel: Intimate
relationships are fascinating! Look at the diverse forms they take; how much
they’ve changed over the years and how much they remain the same. That
excitement naturally led to inquiries: How do they work? Why are relation-
ships so hard sometimes? What are the principles that guide them? How can
we use what we know to make improvements?

vii
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Preface

In the first edition of our textbook, we drew on hundreds of research re-
ports and dozens of scholarly books to answer these questions. In the years
since that edition was published, the science of intimate relationships has
continued to grow and mature. With this fully updated and revised second
edition, we have kept our eyes on the cutting edge, building on the accumu-
lated wisdom of researchers, while describing the most exciting new devel-
opments. We have done something else as well. Feedback from more than a
thousand of our own students, along with comments from expert reviews by
our colleagues in the field, have allowed us to build upon the strengths of the
first edition, while listening and responding to the occasional constructive
criticism. Some users of the first edition noted that, in our enthusiasm, we
occasionally used several words when one or two might have been sufficient.
Those readers will be pleased to find the second edition more streamlined
and focused.

Our excitement for the field—and for teaching this class—has only grown.
We hope students will sense our enthusiasm on every page, and we hope you
will find this book and the supporting resources essential to your success in
teaching this material.

Organization of the Book

One of our greatest challenges in developing this book was to impose an
intuitive but incisive organizational structure on the wealth of available ma-
terial. After considering several alternatives, we settled on 13 chapters that
we believe mirror the distinctions people naturally make when discussing
and investigating intimate relationships. Although we believe there are some
advantages to presenting the material to students in the sequence we chose
(particularly starting with Chapters 1, 2, and 3), we wrote the chapters so
they can be taught in any order. While giving instructors flexibility in how
they move through the various topics, we've also included cross-references
between chapters to give students a sense of continuity, as well as opportuni-
ties to see familiar ideas extended to new areas.

From foundations to elements and processes to changes in intimate re-
lationships, we believe that these 13 chapters provide students with an in-
troduction to this complex and fascinating subject that is at once broad and
deep, classic and contemporary, rigorous and relevant. Arguably, though, the
most important part of this book is not in the chapters, but in the roughly
2,000 published works we cite in the reference section. These publications
span an incredible array of topics and academic disciplines, and a dispropor-
tionate number were published in just the last 10 years—clear evidence that
rapid advances are continuing to be made in our understanding of intimate
relationships. This work is the driving force behind our desire to provide our
students and yours with a timely new perspective on this vital field.



Although the topics covered in the chapters are diverse and varied, they are
unified by a clear design and consistent format. The first page of each chap-
ter presents students with a Chapter Outline listing the major section head-
ings that organize the material. Every chapter starts with an opening vignette
taken from movies, television shows, books, and real life, each one designed
to draw students in and highlight a different side of intimate relationships.
Here are some examples:

The relationships of Albert Einstein, the smartest man in the world
(Chapter 1)

Insight from comedians on the truth about men and women (Chapter 4)
The enduring business of matchmaking (Chapter 5)

Intimacy and aggression in the marriage of Joe DiMaggio and Marilyn
Monroe (Chapter 8)

The experience of a bisexual college student coming out to her Indian
parents in the 1980s (Chapter 9)

Intimate relationships in the wake of 9/11 (Chapter 11)

Each vignette prompts a series of specific questions that encourage students
to read more deeply, while familiarizing them with asking critical questions
and thinking about the evidence they need to answer them. The key questions
that will be addressed later in the chapter are also presented here.

The chapters are populated with graphs that illustrate important concepts
and research findings, tables that summarize or sample widely used mea-
surement tools, and case studies. The text is also enriched with many kinds of
other materials—poems, songs, cartoons, photographs, and actual dialogue
from couples—to show how so many of the ideas connect with everyday ex-
periences. Every main section within each chapter is anchored by a list of
Main Points that provide quick and effective reviews of all the key ideas.

At least once in each chapter, we shine a Spotlight on an idea from the text
and then develop it in a new or controversial direction. Our students enjoy
these spotlights and in fact have suggested a few. In each case, we identify a
provocative, well-defined question or problem, explain its significance, and
give students a focused briefing on that issue. Here are some examples:

The surprising complexity of measuring relationship satisfaction
(Chapter 2)

Why people sometimes remain in physically abusive relationships
(Chapter 3)

Men and women looking for love online (Chapter 4)
Changing places and gender roles (Chapter 4)

Hooking up and its prevalence among college students (Chapter 5)

Preface
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The science and the politics of divorce (Chapter 6)

Arranged marriages compared to those in which spouses select each
other (Chapter 9)

Though the chapters are independent enough to be taught in any order, a
goal of ours was to write a book with a strong narrative flow from chapter
to chapter, which we saw as an improvement over the more typical topic-by-
topic organization. At the end of each chapter, we reinforce this flow with
Conclusions that relate back to the opening vignette and forward to the chap-
ter that follows. For example, Chapter 7 begins with an uplifting letter a sol-
dier wrote to his wife back home, setting us up to discuss the various ways
partners create and maintain intimacy. The chapter ends by noting that, as
powerful as they are for keeping two people connected, these experiences of
closeness must coexist alongside partners’ disagreements and differences of
opinion. How do partners navigate these differences? What does relationship
science have to say about the effective management of the differing agendas
that are inevitable in relationships? Chapter 8, on verbal conflict and aggres-
sion, gives students some clues, and in the process builds a logical bridge
between these two domains of interpersonal interaction.

As we considered how to update and improve Intimate Relationships for this
second edition, we solicited feedback not only from the thousands of stu-
dents who have used the book in our own classes, but also from colleagues
who have been teaching from the book at other universities. We received lots
of praise for some of the features that we were especially excited about in the
first edition: the way our chapters organize the field, our emphasis on identi-
fying the key questions of this field and the progress we've made in answering
them, our extensive ancillary package, and the book’s inviting graphic design.
All these features have been preserved in this second edition.

We also received a number of requests for new features and material that
users of the book hoped to see in a next edition. This second edition responds
to these requests in a number of ways:

The text has been streamlined and more sharply focused throughout.

Each chapter includes updated references, reflecting the latest develop-
ments in relationship science.

Each main section of every chapter ends with a list of Main Points that
clearly capture and summarize the key ideas.

Throughout the new edition, we have included new examples and refer-
ences to research on ethnically diverse and same-sex relationships.

Chapter 2 features a new Spotlight box on the Actor-Partner-
Interdependence Model.



The treatment of attachment theory in Chapter 3 has been rewritten and
updated.

In addition to updating Chapter 4 on gender and sexual orientation, in-
creased attention is paid to same-sex relationships throughout the book,
including a new vignette in Chapter 9 about the experience of coming out.

Chapter 5 on attraction and mate selection features an extended discus-
sion of online dating and social networks.

Chapter 12 discusses the latest results of national experiments on the
effectiveness of relationship education in low-income populations.

We know from teaching large-market courses, such as introductory psychol-
ogy, social psychology, and abnormal psychology, that students benefit when
instructors have excellent supplemental resources, and we were surprised
that few of the existing texts on intimate relationships offered instructors
much ancillary support. We received a lot of gratified responses to the exten-
sive ancillary package that accompanied the first edition of Intimate Relation-
ships, and all of those features have been updated for the second edition.

The ancillary feature that we are perhaps the most excited about is The
Norton Intimate Relationships Videos, a collection of video clips that we cre-
ated to accompany each chapter. Because the scientific study of intimate
relationships is still relatively new as a discipline, many highly influential
scholars are alive today and can share their insights with us. To capitalize on
this fact, we worked with filmmakers David Lederman and Trisha Solyn to
interview several of the most prominent relationship scholars working today.
These interviews of scholars sharing their wisdom and perspectives, along
with young adults and couples giving their opinions and relating their ex-
periences, have been edited together to create fascinating and entertaining
video material relevant to each chapter in the book. In several videos, we also
present extended case studies. These include a young gay man discussing his
experience with coming out, a young woman talking about how her early
difficulties with a stepfather affected her later relationships, a young woman
talking about conflict and aggression in her relationships, and a middle-aged
couple talking about how chronic financial stress affected their relationship
and the husband’s health. At 10 minutes in length or less per clip, the indi-
vidual videos can easily be shown during class.

Instructors can access the videos through the Interactive Instructor’s
Guide (IIG), a repository of lecture and teaching materials for instructors
accessible through the Norton website. Teaching materials can be easily
sorted by either the textbook chapter/headings or key phrases. The videos are
accompanied by teaching tips and suggested discussion questions, which can
be used either in the classroom or as homework. The IIG also offers chapter
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summaries, additional teaching suggestions, discussion questions, and sug-
gested additional resources to help instructors plan their courses.

The ancillary package also includes student study resources which in-
structors can make available through their Learning Management System
(Blackboard, Moodle, etc.). Free to instructors and students, these packaged
materials (course packs) include the Intimate Relationships Videos, including
additional “Thinking About Intimate Relationships” clips, with related critical-
thinking questions; chapter summaries; quizzes which can be assigned or
made available for self-guided study; and flashcards to help students study.

Several other instructor resources are available to enhance student learn-
ing. These include:

PowerPoint Slides for each chapter, which include all the photographs
and illustrations from the text along with lecture suggestions from in-
structors who have taught the course for many years.

A Test Bank, featuring concept outlines and approximately 50 multiple-
choice and 15 short-answer/essay questions per chapter, available in
Word RTF and through the ExamView Assessment Suite (which can be
downloaded free of charge from the Norton website by instructors using
Intimate Relationships). The Test Bank contains a flexible pool of ques-
tions for each chapter that allows instructors to create a quiz or test
that meets their individual requirements. Questions can be easily sorted
by difficulty or question type, making it easy to construct tests that are
meaningful and diagnostic.
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The Relationships of the Smartest Man in the World

While Albert Einstein’s prodigious professional accomplishments are well known, the

details of his private life were not fully appreciated until 2006, when much of his per-
sonal correspondence was released to the public. These and other documents reveal
that Einstein’s incomparable brilliance as a scientist stands in stark contrast to his tur-

bulent personal relationships.

The most prominent figure in Einstein’s intimate life
was his first wife, Mileva Maric (FIGURE 1.1). They met
in 1896 as students at the Zurich Polytechnic; Ein-
stein was 17, Mileva nearly 21. Their shared passion
for physics gradually became a shared passion for
one another, but Mileva’s unexpected pregnancy in
1901 would bring about a series of important events.
Einstein rarely saw Mileva during the pregnancy;
he preferred to spend summer in the Alps, and his
job as a tutor took him away from Zurich. Einstein
never told his family or friends about his daughter,
Lieserl, nor did he ever see her himself; born in 1902,
she probably died of scarlet fever in 1903. Although
Einstein and Mileva married that year, he later wrote
that he married her out of a sense of duty.

Several challenges cast a shadow upon Mileva
and Albert’s marriage, including the birth of boys in
1904 and 1910; Mileva’s health problems; Einstein’s
regular travel to give talks around Europe; and his
interest in other women. Estranged by 1914, Mileva
eventually rejected Einstein’s conditions for the
continuation of their relationship:

You will obey the following points in your re-
lations with me: (1) you will not expect any
intimacy from me, nor will you reproach me
in any way; (2) you will stop talking to me if
I request it; (3) you will leave my bedroom
or study immediately without protest if I re-
quest it. (Isaacson, 2007, p. 186)



FIGURE 1.1 Albert Einstein with his first wife, Mileva
Maric, in 1911

The couple separated that year and divorced in
1918. His younger son later commented, “The worst
destiny is to have no destiny, and also to be the des-
tiny of no one else” (Overbye, 2000, p. 375). His
older son would remark, “Probably the only project
he ever gave up on was me” (Pais, 2005, p. 453).

Contributing to the demise of Einstein’s first
marriage was his relationship with his first cousin,
Elsa. Einstein had known Elsa since childhood, but
in 1913 their relationship deepened when he vis-
ited Berlin to see Elsa, who was divorced with two
daughters. Elsa eased Einstein’s day-to-day con-
cerns by managing their apartment and his finances,
while Einstein provided Elsa and her daughters
with security and a link to fame and fortune. Mar-
ried in 1919, Einstein and Elsa established a com-
fortable relationship, despite his affairs with sev-
eral women. Elsa died in 1936, leaving Einstein to
live out his years with his sister and stepdaughter.
Before he died, he wrote a letter to the son of one of
his close friends who had just passed away: “What T
admired most about [your father] was the fact that
he was able to live so many years with one woman,
not only in peace but also in constant unity, some-
thing I have lamentably failed at twice” (Isaacson,
2007, p. 540).

Chapter 1 Why Study Intimate Relationships?

Consider the paradox, the inconsistency, of Ein-
stein’s intellect! Masterful as he was at revealing
great mysteries of the cosmos, Einstein puzzled
in vain over matters of the heart. Can we perhaps
draw some conclusions about which is the more
difficult puzzle?

The fact that Albert Einstein, by his own admis-
sion, failed as a husband and struggled as a father
suggests that success and fulfillment in intimate
relationships requires something more than a
shrewd intellect. What is it about intimate rela-
tionships that makes them difficult, and demand-
ing, and desirable, and delightful—often all at
once? What are the forces that operate within
and upon intimate relationships to produce these
varying experiences? What does it take to have a
good relationship? For that matter, what is a good
relationship?

This brief sketch about Einstein, Mileva, and
Elsa demonstrates that intimate relationships—
Einstein’s certainly, but yours and mine as well—
are richly textured phenomena. They are complex
because they involve the personalities, emotions,
thoughts, passions, and goals of two individuals.
When asking and answering questions about these
phenomena, relationship scientists strive to serve
various masters. One demands that we capture all
the subtleties and nuances that make relationships
special. A second impels us to impose order on
these phenomena with rigorous research, to iden-
tify the principles, laws, and regularities that gov-
ern them. A third master, never far from the other
two, prompts us to apply that knowledge so that
social policies, educational programs, and clini-
cal interventions are well informed and practically
useful. We wrote this book to explore how the for-
midable tools of science can be brought to bear
upon the murky and ineffable mysteries of inti-
mate relationships.
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Characteristics of an Intimate Relationship

Somewhere, as you read this today, two people are meeting one another for
the very first time. Perhaps they will share an umbrella in the rain, or their
hands might touch as they both reach for the last available copy of the latest
best-selling novel, or maybe they will commiserate as they wait for an English
professor who has failed to show up for office hours before the first quiz. They
might exchange small talk as they wait together for the rain to pass, converse
about their favorite books and authors, or arrange to share notes and study
together later that day; ultimately, they might exchange telephone numbers so
they can meet again. No longer strangers, the two people start to talk about
their mutual likes and dislikes, find out whether each
is already dating someone else, arrange to spend more
and more time together in a widening range of activ- Like other great forces in nature—
ities, and share thoughts and feelings they do not ex-  such as gravity, electricity, and the four
press to casual acquaintances. As time passes they  winds—a relationship itself is invisible;
think of themselves as a couple, present themselves its existence can be discerned only by
as a couple to friends, agree to date only each other,  observing its effects.”
think about one another when they are apart, experi-  —Ellen Berscheid, social psychologist (1999, p. 261)
ence and express sexual desire for one another, create
new shared experiences, and wonder, however tenta-
tively, about a future together.
Most of us would think of this couple as now being in an intimate rela-
tionship. But why do we think that? What specifically are these two people
doing that leads us to characterize their relationship as intimate? And what
changed, exactly, over the course of those several weeks that changes how we
think about them and how they think of themselves? Asking these questions
about this particular couple—let’s call them Keith and Marina—allows us to
introduce the four criteria that define an intimate relationship: The partners
are interdependent, they consider each other special and unique, they influ-
ence each other across a variety of domains, and they experience some degree
of mutual sexual passion.

First, and most basically, you might note that Keith and Marina affect one
another’s behavior to a far greater degree now than when they first met.
Changes in Keith’s behaviors will change or constrain actions taken by Ma-
rina so that, for example, if Keith moves to another town, Marina might
contemplate moving to be with him. Referred to as interdependence, the
mutual influence that two people have over one another is the defining fea-
ture of any social relationship, intimate or otherwise.

A key aspect of interdependence is that it exists between two partners in
a relationship. It is clear from how they think about each other and their
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shared activities that Keith and Marina have formed internal representations
of one another and of their relationship. By this we mean that Keith and
Marina have an image of each other that they can draw upon when they are
apart, and that calling up this image brings with it specific thoughts and feel-
ings about the other person. But we can easily see that having an internal
representation of another person is insufficient by itself to say that a relation-
ship exists between two people. (Were this the case, many of us could rightly
claim relationships with attractive celebrities like Matthew McConaughey
and Angelina Jolie.)

In addition, for two people to be in a relationship, the interdependence
that connects them must have bidirectionality—it has to operate in both di-
rections. Thus, for example, changes in Marina’s behavior, such as her sug-
gesting she move with Keith, will elicit a response from him. Likewise, Keith’s
options and behaviors might change if Marina decided to take on a part-time
job. Contrast these bidirectional effects with unidirectional effects, whereby
only one person’s behavior is affected. For example, when you receive spam
e-mails from the guy you've never met who wants you to know about get-rich
schemes in Nigeria, only your behavior is affected: You are annoyed momen-
tarily, and you hit the delete button. One-way influences such as these are
hardly enough to constitute a relationship of any kind, until you respond to
them and the interdependence grows stronger.

The interdependence between Keith and Marina is not isolated to a single
exchange; it extends over time, with later interactions between partners gain-
ing meaning from the earlier interactions. We would not say that Keith and
Marina had any real relationship to speak of after that first brief meeting,
because there was no continuing mutual influence between them. However,
we can see how their later musings about their good fortune in finding one
another take their significance from that meeting. As ethologist Robert Hinde
notes:

“Relationship” in everyday language carries the further implication that
there is some degree of continuity between the successive interactions.
Each interaction is affected by interactions in the past, and may affect
interactions in the future. For that reason a “relationship” between two
people may continue over long periods when they do not meet or com-
municate with each other; the accumulated effects of past interactions
will ensure that, when they next meet, they do not see each other as
strangers. (1979, p. 14)

Can we conclude that the interdependence between Keith and Marina'’s be-
haviors is the reason their relationship would be distinguished as intimate?
Not entirely. Interdependence is a necessary condition for intimacy—you can-
not have intimacy without it—but it is not a sufficient condition for intimacy.
After all, many relationships possess interdependence without intimacy, at
least as we propose to define it here. A guard and a prisoner are interdepen-
dent but not intimate, as are a shopkeeper and a regular customer, a patient
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and a nurse, a grandparent and a grandchild, a mother-in-law and a son-in-
law, two friends, and so on. In all of these relationships, the two individuals
have enduring and bidirectional influences over one another—yet we would
not say they are intimate. What do you think has to be added to an interde-
pendent relationship to make it an intimate relationship?

Intimate relationships occur not just between two interdependent people,
but between two people who treat one another as unigue individuals rather
than as interchangeable occupants of particular social roles or positions
(Blumstein & Kollock, 1988). Thus, the interdependence evident in the rela-
tionships involving the guard and prisoner, the shopkeeper and the regular
customer, and the patient and the nurse are driven to a considerable degree
by the contexts and roles in which these people find themselves. Substituting
different people into these relationships does not change them much; your
relationship with your hairdresser is probably pretty similar to my relation-
ship with my hairdresser. These relatively impersonal relationships tend to
be formal and task-oriented.

Personal relationships are relatively informal and engage us at a deeper
emotional level. Take, for example, the personal relationships involving a
grandparent and a grandchild, or a mother-in-law and a son-in-law, or two
friends, or our couple Keith and Marina. Here the interdependence is likely to
be longer lasting and determined less by social roles and more by the unique-
ness of the individuals involved, so that swapping out one grandparent and
inserting another will change the very character of the relationship. The
unique character of personal versus impersonal relationships is evidenced
by our very different reaction to losing a grandparent than, say, to losing our
favorite Starbucks barista—no matter how good the cappuccino.

Are all personal relationships intimate ones? Probably not, because the dif-
ferent sorts of personal relationships vary enough that we can still make
meaningful distinctions among them. Even in relationships where people
treat one another as unique individuals, their degree of closeness varies. Most
of us would probably agree that a relationship between a mother-in-law and
her son-in-law is not as close as a relationship between a grandparent and
grandchild, which in turn is not as close as the relationship between Keith
and Marina.

But what is closeness? Harold Kelley, a leading theoretician on interdepen-
dence and closeness, has argued that “the close relationship is one of strong,
frequent, and diverse interdependence that lasts over a considerable period
of time” (Kelley et al., 1983, p. 38). By considering the relationship between
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Keith and Marina, we can see how closeness reflects an unusually high de-
gree of interdependence. Compared to the relationship between a mother-
in-law and her daughter’s husband, for example, Keith and Marina probably
have far more contact with one another because they see each other nearly
every day. They also are likely to have stronger influences on one another; if
Marina has a bad day, her mood affects Keith a lot more than anyone else in
her life. Keith and Marina also are more likely to be interdependent over a
greater variety of situations. So the presence of a close relationship quali-
fies interdependent and personal relationships further, where we understand
closeness to be reflected by the strength, frequency, and diversity of the influ-
ences that partners have over one another.

Is closeness the final ingredient, the element that makes a personal relation-
ship truly intimate? Because a lot of variety still exists, even among close
relationships, the answer is again no; we probably want to reserve the term
intimate relationship for only a subset of the relationships we would desig-
nate as close. For example, how Einstein enjoyed high degrees of closeness
with his classmates as well as with his two wives, Mileva and Elsa. The inter-
dependence that marks all of these relationships was relatively strong, and
the interactions tended to be frequent, wide-ranging, and enduring. Yet our
closest friendships are not the same as our intimate relationships, nor are
our relationships with family members. Consider your own relationships:
Are there important distinctions between your closest friendships, your fam-
ily relationships, and your relationship with a boyfriend or girlfriend? If so,
what would you say is the basis for these differences?

The difference between a close relationship and an intimate relationship
lies, we would argue, in whether the two partners experience a mutual erotic
charge, or a shared—though not necessarily articulated—feeling that they
have the potential to be sexually intimate. Thus, by our definition, two people
who are in a close relationship are also in an intimate relationship if they
both experience a lustful, sexual passion for one another and an expectation
that this passion will be consummated.

Sexual interaction without the element of closeness falls outside our def-
inition of an intimate relationship, thus excluding “one-night stands” and
sexual experiences people have when hooking up. We might say these people
were physically intimate, but in the absence of “strong, frequent, and diverse
interdependence that lasts over a considerable period of time,” we would not
say they were in an intimate relationship. Moreover, defining an intimate
relationship in this way does not imply that the two partners are necessar-
ily happy in their relationship—thus Einstein’s troubled marriage to Mileva
was no less an intimate relationship than was his more fulfilling marriage to
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Elsa. Though discontent is likely to change the nature of the interdependence
between partners, it does not eliminate the interdependencies themselves.
As long as there is the prospect of sexual interaction in the context of a close
relationship, we will assume that even unhappy partners are experiencing an

intimate relationship.

FIGURE 1.2 captures the essence of the different types of social relationships
we have described. We can now synthesize the features we've discussed, to
define an intimate relationship as a relationship characterized by strong,
sustained, mutual influence over a broad range of interactions, with the pos-

sibility of sexual involvement.

We can now answer the question that we
posed earlier in this section: Why do we consider
Keith and Marina’s relationship to be intimate?
First, Keith and Marina are in a relationship be-
cause the things they do affect one another. Keith
may notice that Marina is upset, and his behavior
might change somehow—he might avoid her, or
console her, or criticize her—and she might then
respond to what he has done, prompting his re-
sponse, and so on. As partners in a relationship,
their thoughts, feelings, and actions are mutually
intertwined; indeed, these bidirectional interde-
pendencies are a defining feature of being in a re-
lationship of any kind. We can go further and say
that theirs is a personal relationship rather than
an impersonal one because they respond to one
another as unique individuals rather than as two
individuals who happen to be filling particular
social roles. Keith holds special significance for
Marina, and vice versa. They matter to one an-
other because they engage each other on a more
emotional level than if they were merely in an im-
personal relationship. The category of personal
relationships is a broad one, and within it we can
see that some relationships are closer than others.
We would say that Keith and Marina’s relation-
ship is close because (a) their thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors routinely affect one another (e.g.,
they see each other at least once almost every day,
and they exchange a lot of text messages when
apart); (b) these influences last over time and are
evident in many of the things they do each day
(e.g., they study together, snuggle together, eat
together, and go out together with their friends);

Interdependent relationship
A relationship in which the behavior of each
participant affects the other. Interdependence is the
defining characteristic of any social relationship.

Personal relationship
An interdependent relationship in which
the partners consider each other
special and unique.

Close relationship
A personal relationship in which
the partners have strong and
frequent influence on each
other across a variety
of activities.

Intimate relationship
A close relationship
that includes some

kind of sexual
passion that
could be
expressed
and shared.

FIGURE 1.2 Distinguishing among different types of
social relationships.
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and (c) their effects on one another are not trivial (e.g., Marina feels good
when Keith wishes her well on a quiz; Keith feels hurt when Marina chooses
to spend time with her roommates instead of him). And, finally, (d) Keith and
Marina are in an intimate relationship because sexual interaction is one of
the possible ways they anticipate being interdependent.

Four criteria distinguish an intimate relationship from other types of social relationships.
An intimate relationship is interdependent; the partners’ behaviors affect each other.

An intimate relationship is personal; the partners treat each other as special and unigue,
rather than as members of a generic category (e.g., classmate or neighbor).

An intimate relationship is close, where closeness is understood to mean strong, fre-
quent, and diverse forms of mutual influence.

An intimate relationship is, or has the potential to be, sexual.

Why Intimate Relationships Are Important

Imagine this: You are lying flat on your back in an MRI scanner, looking up

at a video monitor. A technician explains that when you see a red X, you have

a 20 percent chance of receiving a small shock via

an electrode attached to your ankle. When you see

No quality of human nature is a blue O, you have a 0 percent chance of receiving a

more remarkable, both in itself and in its shock. The large magnet encircling your head detects

consequences, than that propensity we minute changes in your brain activity after you see

have to sympathize with others, and to the X or the O and translates these data into images

receive by communication their inclinations of your brain. You are shown either an X or an O

under three separate conditions: while holding your

intimate partner’s hand, the hand of a stranger who
is the same sex as your partner, or no hand at all.

In the actual study, analysis of the brain images
that were collected after a group of 16 married
women were shown the dreaded X or the safe O (but before any shock actu-
ally occurred) indicated that brain regions governing emotional and behav-
ioral threat responses were activated less when holding a partner’s hand than
when holding either no hand or a stranger’s hand. In other words, the partici-
pants registered less threat when holding their partner’s hand. Moreover, the
happier the women reported being in their relationships, the less activation
occurred in their threat-related brain regions (Coan, Schaefer, & Davidson,
2006) (FIGURE 1.3).

In another study, researchers followed a group of 188 couples dealing with
one partner’s congestive heart failure. Research assistants visited the couples’

and sentiments, however different from, or
even contrary to our own.”

—David Hume, Scottish philosopher, A Treatise of
Human Nature (1739-1740)
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FIGURE 1.3 The hand-holding study. (a) Certain brain regions, including the right anterior
insula, are known to respond to threats that people perceive in their environment. (b) When
women hold their husband’s hand, however, these regions become less active—the “signal
change” is reduced—as compared to when they hold a stranger’s hand or no hand at all.

(c) This benefit appears to be greatest for women in happy marriages. As shown in the
middle scatter plot, women who report happier marriages show more deactivation in these
regions compared to women who report less happiness: As happiness goes up, activation of
these threat-related brain regions goes down.

homes, where they interviewed and gave standardized questionnaires to each
partner in separate rooms. At the end of the visits, the partners were video-
taped for 10 minutes talking about a topic of disagreement in their relation-
ships. The researchers examined the videotaped conversations in detail and
counted the number of times the partners said positive and negative things
to one another. They combined these counts with the interview and question-
naire data the partners provided about their marriages, thus producing an
index of overall relationship quality; and they used public records to deter-
mine which patients died over a span of 4 years, and when those deaths oc-
curred. Using the composite index to distinguish between couples who were
higher and lower in relationship quality, the researchers demonstrated that
compared to those in unhappier relationships, patients in happier relation-
ships were less likely to die in this 4-year period (Coyne et al., 2001) (FIGURE 1.4).

Beyond yielding groundbreaking insights about the workings of human
intimacy, these two studies are noteworthy because they suggest two very
different reasons for the importance of intimate relationships. First, intimate
relationships are important because they are a basic feature of who we are as
human beings. As the hand-holding study suggests, each of us has a nervous
system that responds to and equips us not simply for social interaction, but
for social interaction with an intimate partner. Biologically, we appear to be
uniquely attuned to the person with whom we share an intimate bond. This
human capacity for intimacy—Ilike the capacity for language, reasoning, or
social perception—contributes to our ability to regulate our emotions (and
our partner’s emotions) and adapt to the world in which we live. Understand-
ing intimate relationships, this basic feature of who we are, is thus essential
to understanding the human condition.





